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der gegenwärtigen Wiederbelebung des kritischen Interesses an Stefan George und
seinem Kreis überzeugt auch Abels ausführliche Rekonstruktion der Bezüge zwischen
Benjamins Betonung der formalen Bestimmung der Übersetzung, seinem Interesse an
dem unmittelbaren Ausdruckscharakter der nicht-instrumentalisierten Sprache und
seiner Unterscheidung zwischen Erkenntnis und Wahrheit einerseits, und Norbert von
Hellingraths an Hölderlins Pindar-Übertragungen nachgewiesenem Prinzip der auf
der Materialität des Einzelwortes beruhenden ,,harten Fügung“ andererseits. Abel geht
sogar soweit zu postulieren, dass sich Benjamins ,,Metaphysik der Sprache, die von
einer Selbstoffenbarung einer unverfügbaren Größe, der reinen Sprache[,] ausgeht,“
als kritische Antwort verstehen lässt ,,auf das im George-Kreis dominierende Selbst-
verständnis“ des Dichters ,,als Herrscher, Führer oder auch Schöpfer“ (368).

Deutlich wird in Abels Studie noch einmal die zentrale Stellung gerade des
frühen Benjamin als Kristallisationspunkt der unterschiedlichsten Geistestraditionen
und zeitgenössischen Strömungen. Dass man in den behandelten Texten, wie Abel
betont, eine intertextuell höchst systematische Synthese-Anstrengung findet, mutet
einigermaßen paradox an, denn Benjamin stellte ja bekanntlich die Kritik am syste-
matischen Denken zugunsten der fragmentarischen Montagestruktur, der blitzartig
aufleuchtenden Konstellationen, in den Mittelpunkt seines philosophischen Selbst-
verständnisses.

University of Alabama in Huntsville —Rolf J. Goebel

Robert Gilbert. Eine zeitgeschichtliche Biografie.
Von Christian Walther. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2016. 435 Seiten. €84,95

The lyricists behind our classic pop songs are generally unknown or forgotten. Robert
Gilbert (pseuydonym of Robert Winterfeld, 1899–1978) wrote the words to enduring
songs like “Das gibt’s nur einmal” and “Durch Berlin fließt immer noch die Spree,”
and he penned lyrics for Weimar-era film musicals such as Die Drei von der Tankstelle
or Der Kongress tanzt, as well as operettas and stage musicals, most famously Im
weißen Rössl (1930), which went around the world and is still performed today. The
son of operetta composer Jean Gilbert, Robert on occasion also composed his own
melodies. While he produced songs on the assembly line for the entertainment in-
dustry, the engaged communist Gilbert also wrote powerful agitprop lyrics and po-
litical cabaret material under the pen-name David Weber in conjunction with com-
poser Hanns Eisler (“Das Stempellied,” “Auf den Straßen zu singen”). The most
curious thing about his early career is how he was able to produce such polar opposites
simultaneously. In his first years of exile, he published antifascist poetry in émigré
journals under the pseudonym Ohle. After emigrating to America, a period of hope-
lessness and isolation, he moved in 1949 to Switzerland and reclaimed his (West)
German citizenship in 1957. In addition to writing for Munich’s cabarets and pub-
lishing several volumes of verse, Gilbert enjoyed acclaim and fortune for his trans-
lations of Broadway musicals, from My Fair Lady to Annie Get Your Gun, Hello
Dolly! and Cabaret. Now he rejected communism and satirized his former ally Brecht,
and eventually turned away from politics altogether. Among his correspondents were
Hannah Arendt, the wife of his best friend, whose papers in the Library of Congress
contain hundreds of pages of his letters and manuscripts; she wrote the Afterword to
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a 1972 volume of his poetry. Gilbert’s own papers are now held in the Akademie der
Künste in Berlin, and the book at hand is based on a thorough exploration of these
archives.

The question of how to write a biography lies at the heart of this study, which
documents a palpable struggle to find sense in the diverse and disjointed material that
survives. Christian Walther repeatedly notes the gaps in our historical memory and
the incomplete archival records, which reflect the turbulence of migration, war, exile,
and the passage of time. An original letter from Brecht, which Gilbert displayed in a
television interview but which is missing from the archives of his papers along with
other important materials, and thus may still be in the possession of Gilbert’s appar-
ently rather erratic widow, recurs as a key image of the narrative. Many details can
no longer be reconstructed with certainty, such as the circumstances of Gilbert’s
October 1938 escape from Austria to France with stops in Berlin and Cologne to
secure papers. Walther also finds himself grappling with the published memoirs of
Gilbert’s daughter (Marianne Gilbert Finnegan, Memories of a Mischling: Becoming
an American, 2002), which he discovers to be riddled with half-truths and errors,
albeit not intentional falsifications. Through the surviving documents, Walther recon-
structs personal stories including Gilbert’s difficult private and working relationship
with his ex-wife, his alcoholism and depression during his late years, and his dys-
functional son’s tragic life. Unfortunately, these many bits and pieces can veer to the
irrelevant and lose track of the core story, as in a lengthy passage on the possible
dating of his first popular song, a long account of Arendt’s funeral (at which Gilbert
could not be present), or a recounting of the Weimar film industry’s marketing strat-
egies for their songs.

Even granted that this dissertation (FU Berlin) was undertaken in the field of
Communication and is not a literary study, it is disappointing that Gilbert’s texts
receive no meaningful evaluation, though many are reprinted in excerpts or in their
entirety. A reader may well wonder, for instance, how Gilbert succeeded at trans-
planting the American musical to the German language. Walther liberally quotes
Gilbert’s correspondence and contract negotiations throughout the genesis of his trans-
lation of My Fair Lady (staged in 1961) as well as his statements in the published
libretto and an interview, but he never looks at any of the new lyrics to judge their
techniques and effectiveness. We learn that Gilbert did not like the musical Cabaret,
but the one rendition quoted here (in its entirety), “Heirat,” only earns a cryptic
reference to two lines in the original English (“Married”) without explanation; two
passages from dialogue are then quoted, but ultimately there is no reflection on the
translator’s craft. These samplings are intended to be “exemplarisch” (358)—but for
what? One looks in vain for an assessment of why Gilbert’s work is considered
“masterful” (359) besides the fact that others have said so. And just why was Gilbert’s
German version of Godspell (1972) such a dismal failure? This is a valuable topic of
cross-cultural literary and theatrical production that deserves attention.

In his introduction, Walther states that his study revolves around exile as the
pivotal experience of Gilbert’s life, but this notion is not clearly demonstrated, for
the life and work of the postwar European remigrant is far more thoroughly docu-
mented here. Later, he posits the argument that Gilbert’s “intensive Beziehung zur
deutschen Sprache” (101) is essential to his story, but this is not examined beyond its
mere assertion. The text draws at length on other scholars (such as Albrecht Dümling’s
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work on Hanns Eisler) and contemporary reviewers, reprinting passages sometimes
over a page long, yet Walther refrains from engaging with these ideas himself. Instead,
he merely uses these quotations as evidence that Gilbert’s work has been recognized
and commented on by others through time. It is unproductive to quote at such length
the business correspondence with the publisher Blanvalet over his book projects (and
then note with frustration that no paperwork for later publications survives in the
archives, an absence which this reader greeted with relief) or to print extensive pas-
sages from Gilbert’s and his ex-wife’s personal letters to and from Hannah Arendt
that seem to be motivated primarily by Arendt’s fame. And one certainly need not
include every bit of trivia one has discovered, down to Gilbert’s telephone number in
1927 or the amount of postage on a 1951 postcard to his publisher. The book is, in
effect, a documentary montage, a collection of source material that gives a sense of
the holdings of the Berlin archives, but it is not a successful narrative or analysis.
Presumably in order to give his study a contemporary edge, Walther uses websites
and online databases as sources, but footnoting Wikipedia entries for every artist
mentioned along the way is pointless, and quoting lyrics from fan-generated internet
collections instead of from the authorized, published scores and scripts lacks scholarly
credibility. A systematic catalogue of Gilbert’s work would have been a useful con-
tribution to scholarship.

Ultimately, the disappointment this dissertation evokes reflects a failure of ad-
vising at the dissertation level, for the research and writing clearly have not been
adequately mentored and reviewed. Walther admits that his work has grown too long,
but the problem is not just that there is too much unknown and unpublished material
that deserves documentation, as he asserts, but that the study needs a clear focus and
the discipline to present the material carefully and make an argument. At least Chris-
tian Walther has called attention to the versatile career and highly creative work of
Robert Gilbert, and posed the question of how we are to remember and reconstruct
the stories of these forgotten and largely lost lives.

University of Wisconsin–Oshkosh —Alan Lareau

Heidegger and the Media.
By David Gunkel and Paul A. Taylor. Cambridge; Oxford; Boston: Polity, 2014.
xiii + 196 pages + 5 b/w illustrations. $59.95 hardcover, $19.95 paperback.

The present study makes a passionate case for Heidegger’s relevance for contempo-
rary media studies, in self-conscious opposition to critics like David Dwan who have
dismissed Heidegger’s commentary on technology in the contexts of mass commu-
nications as “banal” or arcane (43). While Gunkel and Taylor remain sensitive to
Heidegger’s idiosyncratic language use, they deem it an expedient means to pave the
way for alternate interpretations of our relationship to the new media that govern our
various life-worlds.

The red thread running through the four chapters of this volume is Heidegger’s
central claim that “the essence of technology is by no means anything technological”
(1; cf. 21, 135, 165). The authors unreservedly accept this dictum and turn it into a
license to steer clear of any case studies. “We therefore unapologetically focus on the
essential aspects of media that, somewhat paradoxically, are better understood when
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